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great figures of the university came to the first lecture of
the course, under the impression that it was his inaugural
lecture, and sat in the front row. They were much puzzled
when the new professor spent most of the hour explaining
to them3 with solemn countenance but twinkling eyes, the
arithmetical relations between the Fahrenheit and Centigrade
temperature scales.
In his youth Maxwell's hair and beard were black, his
eyes almost black, and his skin sallow. His features were
beautiful and expressive. He rarely laughed, but his eyes
twinkled when he was being ironically humorous. He had
a tendency to speak in hyperbole which confused the
simple and against which he struggled. When he was
being ironical his voice often became husky, so that appre-
hension of his meaning became more difficult. His
biographer, Lewis Campbell, has written that Maxwell's
hyperbole was probably increased through bullying by a
tutor, and at school. It was partly a psychological defence
mechanism.
Like Davy, Maxwell had a taste and power for composing
verse. Most of his compositions were light parodies on
scientific subjects, the gambols of his phantasy after it had
been unharnessed from struggle for new scientific concepts.
His verse is a very valuable secondary expression of his
mental characteristics. The nature of Maxwell's contribu-
tion to science is profoundly related to his social circum-
stances. He belonged to the class of small Scottish
landowners, or lairds. His family had belonged to this
class for three centuries and had produced several members
of some note in Scottish history. His father enjoyed a
small but secure income and in his youth desultorily
practised law in Edinburgh; and as he grew older trans-
ferred his chief attention to the development of his little
estate near Middlebie, in Dumfriesshire. John Clerk
Maxwell had some of the best habits of his class. He
reflected his security in independence of opinion and action.
He employed his mental leisure in devising schemes for
the improvement of his property and informing himself of
the progress of science and technology. His wife died